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Tracing the Red Poppy: The

Story of a Memorial Day Icon

In 1915, a popular wartime poem sparked the inspiration of an

American professor and humanitarian named Moina Michael. “In

Flanders Fields”, written by Canadian Lt. Col. John McCrae, described

the red poppies that grew between the graves of fallen soldiers

during the funeral of his good friend and fellow soldier Lt. Alex

Helmer.

The torch; be yours to hold it high! / If ye break faith with us who die

/ We shall not sleep, though poppies grow / In Flanders fields.
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Moved by this verse by McCrae, Michael penned her own poem in

response, “We Shall Keep the Faith,” as a personal vow to remember

those who died.

It was her words that first sparked the idea that has now become a

beloved tradition: wearing a red poppy to honor those who have

fallen in battle.

In the 100-plus years since, poppies have become a global symbol of

remembrance. But the story of this symbol and its relationship to

Memorial Day began long before McCrae ever penned his famous

poem.

1868: Gen. John Logan Asks People to Lay Flowers on Graves 

On May 5, 1868, Gen. John Logan, commander of the Grand Army of

the Republic, declared in his General Order No. 11 that on the 30th of

May, nicknamed “Decoration Day,” people should string flowers

together to decorate the graves of those who died while defending

their country.

1915: Moina Michael Wears the First Red Poppy 

After writing her response to “In Flanders Fields,” Michael decided to

wear a red poppy on Memorial Day to honor those who had died

serving in a national war. The trend quickly caught on, and Michael

began selling poppies to friends and co-workers. She donated the

profits to service members in need.

1920: The American Legion Steps in to Expand Awareness 

Determined to expand the practice of wearing poppies to remember

those lost in battle, Michael turned to The American Legion for help.

At its national convention that year, The American Legion adopted

the poppy as its official flower and a national emblem of

remembrance. 

1922: The VFW Becomes the First Organization to Distribute Poppies

Before Memorial Day, the Veterans of Foreign Wars of the U.S.

distributed poppies nationally, becoming the first organization to

conduct a nationwide distribution. The next year, the VFW

established its “Buddy”® Poppy program, which produces artificial

poppies made by disabled veterans. Today, approximately 11 million

are produced annually.
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1948: The U.S. Post Office Honors Moina Michael

On Nov. 9, the United States Post Office issued a red 3-cent postage

stamp in honor of Michael and her role in founding the national poppy

movement. 

Today: The Poppy Tradition Carries On 

A century later, the remembrance poppy remains a strong symbol

among military families and communities alike.

“The poppy is a symbol of remembrance, as well as a symbol of

hope,” says Eric Engquist, vice president of Affinity Management and

Development for USAA. “After having served overseas in times of

conflict and having lost men and women with whom I served and

who served under me, it’s an active reminder to pause during the day

and remember their sacrifice.”

Currently, The American Legion and the Veterans of Foreign Wars

both distribute poppies to honor fallen service members and to raise

money for needy veterans.

With the support of the United States Congress, The American Legion

worked to create National Poppy Day™, which occurs each Friday

before Memorial Day. This year National Poppy Day will take place on

May 26.

 

To see how USAA is honoring the fallen, visit usaa.com/memorialday
(https://www.usaa.com/inet/wc/ent_all_memorialday_landing_mkt?
adID=VURL_memorialday#tab1) and listen to our special Memorial
Day Podcast (http://www.usaastories.com/podcast/the-thing-that-i-
fear-the-most-is-being-forgotten). 
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that relates to all personal circumstances.

This material is for informational purposes. Consider your own financial circumstances carefully before making a decision and consult with your tax, legal or estate

planning professional.

Use of the term “member” or “membership” refers to membership in USAA Membership Services and does not convey any legal or ownership rights in USAA.

Restrictions apply and are subject to change. To join USAA, separated military personnel must have received a discharge type of Honorable. Eligible former

dependents of USAA members may join USAA. 

USAA means United Services Automobile Association and its insurance, banking, investment and other companies.

(https://www.usaa.com/inet/pages/newsroom_factsheets_main) Banks Member FDIC, Investments provided by USAA Investment Management Company and USAA

Financial Advisors Inc., both registered broker dealers.

The trademarks, logos and names of other companies, products and services are the property of their respective owners.

No Department of Defense or government agency endorsement. 
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